Enkephalinase regulation.
After millennia of knowledge of opium, it was only recently that endogenous substances called opioids with similar properties to opium and derivatives were discovered. The first to be discovered were enkephalins. In addition to the regulation of their synthesis and expression of receptors, an important mechanism for the regulation of their functions carried out by multiple proteolytic enzymes acting at all levels of their structure is described. The action of such enzymes, known as enkephalinases, is also regulated by endogenous and exogenous factors which ultimately affect the control of the enkephalins's action. For therapeutic purposes, it is not only necessary to develop specific inhibitors but also to acquire a deep knowledge of the influence that such factors exert on their activities. This knowledge could help us to establish adapted therapeutic strategies in the treatment of pain or other processes in which enkephalinases are involved. In this chapter, some of these regulatory factors are discussed, such as regional and subcellular distribution, developmental changes, diurnal variations, hormonal influences, stress, dietary factors or interactions with other neurotransmitters.